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character very fast without immediately affecting them.
But a change did reach them, at just what time it is
impossible to say, the beginning of which must be noticed
here. The status of the lower classes, that strange com-
plexity of nomenclature and condition where freedom
faded imperceptibly into unfreedom, was beyond the
comprehension of the new Norman lords of the soil.
Perhaps they did not feel that it was worth while to try
to comprehend it, or they may have been largely uncon-
scious of it. Vague as were many things in continental
status, the line between the servile classes and those
above them was usually quite distinct. Moreover, when
the Norman mind acted freely, it was likely to produce
what was clear-cut; and the Norman lawyers of the
twelfth century had many of the principles of the Roman
law to help them. A process began in England, which,
in the course of time, drew a tolerably clear line between
freedom and unfreedom. The large, confused Anglo-
Saxon class was being cut in two; a part, and that prob-
ably much the smaller, was to pass into a better recog-
nised condition of freedom, while more were to become,
by a gradual depression, a part of the servile class. The
process was not complete for a century or more after
the time we are now considering, but it is possible at this
point to see the beginnings of future well-known classes,
whose character fundamentally affected English govern-
ment. The unfree class came to be known after the
Conquest as the villein class, and was made up of the
pre-Conquest serfs whose status had been raised, and the
pre-Conquest villeins whose status had been lowered.
It was much larger than the servile class before the
Conquest, but not so abjectly servile.
That this simplifying process greatly improved the legal
position of the serf can hardly be doubted. We need not
indeed suppose that the theow or servus of earlier times had
been subjected to a rigorously consistent conception of
slavery. Still in the main he had been rightless, a chattel;